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I n  D e c e m b e r ,  1 4 8 6 ,  a n  e n e r g e t i c  y o u n g  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  n a m e d  G i o v a n n i  P i c o  d e l l a  
M i r a n d o l a  ( P i c o  t o  h i s  f r i e n d s )  d i s t r i b u t e d  i n  
R o m e  a  l o n g  l i s t  o f  n i n e  h u n d r e d  d e b a t e  t o p i c s ,  
w i t h  a n  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  s c h o l a r s  t o  j o i n  i n  a  p u b l i c  
d i s p u t a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e m  i n  J a n u a r y ,  1 4 8 7 .  T h e  
d e b a t e  n e v e r  h a p p e n e d  b e c a u s e  s o m e  o f  h i s  
i d e a s  h a d  a  w h i f f  o f  h e r e s y  t o  t h e m ,  b u t  P i c o ' s  
i n t r o d u c t o r y  o r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  d e b a t e  s o m e h o w  
s u r v i v e d  a n d  w a s  p u b l i s h e d  a f t e r  t h e  y o u n g  
m a n ' s  e a r l y  d e a t h  i n  1 4 9 4 .  F i v e  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  
a g o  t h i s  m o n t h ,  P i c o ' s  O r a t i o n  o n  t h e  D i g n i t y  
o f  M a n  w a s  l a i d  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e s  o f  
m o d e r n  h u m a n i s m .  
T h a t  u n p u b l i s h e d  k e y n o t e  s p e e c h  w r i t t e n  f o r  
a  c o n f e r e n c e  t h a t  w a s  n e v e r  h e l d  h a s  t u r n e d  
o u t  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  p o w e r f u l  i n f l u e n c e s  
u p o n  t h e  m o d e r n  m i n d .  I t s  b a s i c  m e s s a g e s ,  
t h a t  h u m a n s  a r e  f r e e  t o  c h o o s e  w h a t e v e r  r o l e  
t h e y  w i s h  t o  p l a y  i n  l i f e ,  a n d  t h a t  h u m a n  
d i g n i t y  r e s t s  u p o n  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r i s e  m e n t a l l y  
a b o v e  n a t u r e ,  h a v e  b e e n  r e p e a t e d  s o  o f t e n  a n d  
i n  s o  m a n y  f o r m s  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  c o m e  t o  s e e m  
l i k e  g o s p e l .  B u t  t h e y  b e g a n  a s  h e r e s y  f r o m  a  
p r e c o c i o u s  N e w  A g e  g u r u  o f  t h e  e a r l y  
R e n a i s s a n c e .  A n d  t h e y  a r e  s t i l l  s u b j e c t  t o  
d e b a t e .  
O n e  r e c e n t  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  P i c o ' s  d e b a t e  i s  
i n  t h e  q u a r r e l  b e t w e e n  C h r i s t i a n  
f u n d a m e n t a l i s t s  a n d  " s e c u l a r  h u m a n i s t s "  o v e r  
t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  t e x t b o o k s  i n  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  F i v e  
c e n t u r i e s  h a v e  n o t  b e e n  e n o u g h  t o  c h a n g e  m a n y  
o f  t h e  i s s u e s  P i c o  a r g u e d  a b o u t :  t h e  h u m a n i s t s  
s t i l l  i n s i s t  o n  t h e  f r e e d o m  o f  t h e  h u m a n  m i n d  t o  
c h o o s e  a m o n g  a l l  o f  t h e  w o r l d ' s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  
a n d  t h e i r  o p p o n e n t s  c o n t i n u e  t o  i n s i s t  t h a t  
s o m e  h e r e s i e s  s h o u l d  n o t  a p p e a r  i n  p u b l i c .  
E a v e s d r o p p i n g  o n  t h e i r  d i s c u s s i o n s ,  i t  i s  h a r d  
t o  a v o i d  t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  b o t h  s i d e s  a r e ,  a t  
l e a s t ,  s l i g h t l y  a r c h a i c .  P i c o  a n d  t h e  P o p e  d i d  i t  
b e t t e r .  
M o  r e  m o d e r n  i s  t h e  f r a c a s  b e t w e e n  
h u m a n i s t s  a n d  s o c i o b i o l o g i s t s .  A g a i n  h u m a n  
f r e e d o m  a n d  d i g n i t y  a r e  a t  s t a k e ,  f o r  
s o c i o b i o l o g i s t s  a r g u e  t h a t  m u c h  i m p o r t a n t  
h u m a n  b e h a v i o r  i s  g u i d e d  b y  g e n e t i c  
i n h e r i t e n c e ,  a n d  t h a t  h u m a n s  a r e  m o r e  d e e p l y  
r o o t e d  i n  n a t u r e  t h a n  t h e y  a r e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  
o v e r  i t .  J u s t  a s  e a r l y  h u m a n i s t s  d e c l i n e d  t o  b e  
p u s h e d  a r o u n d  b y  p o p e s ,  t h e i r  m o d e r n  
c o u n t e r p a r t s  d e n y  t h a t  D N A  c a n  d i c t a t e  w h a t  
t h e y  d o .  H u m a n i s t s  r e f u s e  t o  g i v e  u p  
u n r e s t r i c t e d  f r e e d o m  o f  c h o i c e  a n d  h u m a n  
u n i q u e n e s s ,  a n d  t h e y  c o n t i n u e  t o  i n s i s t ,  a s  P i c o  
d i d ,  t h a t  t h e  e a r t h  i s  h u m a n i t y ' s  o y s t e r .  
S o m e t i m e s  I  w o n d e r  w h a t  t h i s  f i v e  h u n d r e d  
y~ar o l d  d e b a t e  i s  r e a l l y  a b o u t .  A r e  t h e  
o p p o n e n t s  h a g g l i n g  o v e r  w h a t  t h e y  b e l i e v e  t o  
b e  t r u e ,  o r  o v e r  w h a t  t h e y  p r e f e r  t o  t h i n k  
a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  h u m a n i t y  o n  e a r t h ?  I s  i t  a  
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question of taste? A matter of self-image? 
Or are different persistent parts of old 
cultural traditions still at war with one 
another long after their battlefields have gone 
to weed? 
It is hard to believe that the dignity of 
humanity depends upon the affirmation of 
absolute freedom of choice. Pico rejoiced over 
the "most marvelous felicity of man. To him it 
is granted to have whatever he chooses, to be 
whatever he wills." Well, yes, but looking 
back over the past few centuries of people 
grabbing what they choose and working their 
will upon the world is like revisiting a 
woodland of one's childhood that has been 
paved for a shopping mall. Pico's pride 
converted easily into merciless exploitation of 
both the planet and its less powerful people, 
millions of whom still see precious little 
evidence of their freedom and dignity. And the 
earth itself groans under the burden of such a 
glorified humanity. 
Perhaps it is time we had an oration on the 
dignity of moose. Moose, too, are free to 
choose among almost endless options; they can 
have whatever they choose and be whatever 
they will, provided only that they remain 
consistent with moose character, biology, and 
habitat. They tower proudly over the lesser 
species around them, and they defend 
themselves effectively against all attacks 
except the final one of death. Cow moose are 
careful parents, spending full time in loving 
companionship with their offspring and 
encouraging them toward maturity and 
independence when the time is ripe. Bulls are 
more contemplative most of the time. They 
spend countless hours in meditation, perhaps in 
preparation for the contests of mating season 
where they display their wit and prowess; 
Moose seem to strive with every action of 
their lives to fulfill the highest standards of 
moosehood. What more can be asked of any 
species? 
When we have dignified the moose, we can 
proceed through the taxonomic tables to do the 
same for all other species. Dignity will come 
easily for llamas and members of the cat 
family, but may be harder to grasp for 
mosquitos, slugs, crabgrass, and the AIDS 
virus. The qualifications for dignity, however, 
will remain the same for all species that live 
free lives, and they are close to the standards 
that Pico applied: freedom must be used to 
realize the full possibilities of one's own 
nature in a manner that is appropriate to one's 
time, place, and circumstance. Pico merely 
made explicit those principles that guide the 
lives of all wild creatures. 
Only those species lacking freedom of choice 
need to philosophize and to develop strategies 
to attain it so that they may have a chance to 
become what they potentially are. Captive 
creatures in zoos and prisons are endlessly 
attentive to breaks in the walls or routines 
that may give them the slightest chance to 
roam beyond restraint. Farm animals live 
under looser strictures because much of the 
need for freedom has been bred out of them by 
genetic engineering. Pets are those rare and 
strange creatures who have renounced 
freedom and have agreed to contribute to the 
fulfillment of some other species. Pets occupy 
both ends of Pico's great chain of being, for 
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